CHAPTER XBC
THE LIFE OF THE LAITY
The three     p • ^MIE feudal society of the Middle Ages was based on
classes in	I     £he ownership of land, which determined both social
society	•**   status and the principles of government.   Primarily
there were two main classes—the noble or semi-noble owners,
comprehensively known as milites, the fighting class, and
the base-born peasants who subsisted on the soil, fed their
masters, and were liable to be exploited by them at will.
Between these two classes there was a great gulf fixed, which
was hardly to be bridged. There was, however, a third
class, of those who dwelt in towns, alien indeed to the feudal
environment but fitted artificially into it. Though composed
of different grades, they may fitly be regarded together as
a middle class, which linked together the other two. They
were recruited largely from the peasant class, and they were
dependent on the peasants for their subsistence, though unlike
the nobles they had to pay for it. They were the creators
of wealth, and attracted to their ranks members of the lesser
nobility, while for the upper class as a whole they provided
the luxuries of life and many of its necessities; the nobles
might despise the ignoble trader, but they were forced to
have recourse to him, and they could not exploit him at will.
The peasants It is obvious to begin with the peasants, for on them
everybody ultimately depended. They were, moreover, far
the most numerous class, and even in the twelfth century,
when the townsmen began to approximate in numbers to
the peasants in North Italy and the Low Countries, the rural
population of Western Europe was probably nine times as
large as that of the towns. At the beginning of our period
the disparity must have been much greater, for the invasions
of Northmen, Moslems, and finally Magyars had interfered
with the development of civilised life, and commerce and
trade had dwindled to a minimum. The occupation, and
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